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THEY CAME FROM AS FAR BACK as the Class of 1939

up marrying my high school sweetheart midway through my

- and from as far away as Hawaii and Virginia - to attend the

sophomore year. We lived in the silver trailers on the hill for $25

Cal Poly 2005 Grand Reunion.

a month, and she worked in the campus library. Without her, I

Held last November to honor the Class of '55 and celebrate
all who attended prior to 1955, the event drew over 70 alumni
and spouses.
Cal Poly Magazine surveyed these "golden" alumni to learn
what it was like on campus in those postwar years.

So many women were helping their husbands that these
wives even received special certificates at commencement, rec
ognizing the vital but difficult role they played.
Not a Ph.D., but a "PH.T" for "Putting Hubby Through" is

So what was their dominant Cal Poly memory after 50 years?

how one wife characterized the recognition she received for

The undefeated football team? No.

her contributions. Ruth Renihan and her husband, Lawrence

The Korean War? A worry, certainly, but one that paled in
comparison to the No. I concern - the fact that there were no
female students on campus!

Renihan (EE '50; now deceased), were typical of the married
students who composed a large segment of the student body.
Childhood sweethearts who started first grade together, the

"No girls on campus made it a little tough to find dates;'

Renihans married when they were 28 years old, after Larry had

says AI Bradley (ARCE). "But what the heck. We decided to

served in the Navy during World War II. They moved to San

go there anyway."
The more motivated students hit the road, journeying to San

Luis Obispo in 1947 so he could attend Cal Poly on the GI Bill,
which provided $83 per quarter.

ta Barbara or even Los Angeles to find dates, according to Gene

They lived in married-student housing until new quarters

Starkey (DSCI '52), who later would return to his alma mater

were built where the Kennedy Library now stands. Moving into

and become head of the Dairy Science Department.

a tiny one-bedroom house in "Vetville" was nonetheless "like

At least one student decided marriage was the solution for
him. Eugene R. "Gene" Robinson (AERO '55) says he "ended
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believe I would not have made it to graduation:'

moving into a mansion for us, compared to our trailer, where
we shared one bathroom with 18 other couples;' she says.

While Larry attended classes and worked in the Math De
partment grading papers, Ruth worked full time in the poultry
unit, keeping records of the eggs and chickens produced and
sold at the campus store.
The companionship problem for the single students was
solved in 1956, when women were officially admitted, or more
precisely, "readmitted:' Women had attended Cal Poly up until
a 1929 legislative act limited enrollment to males.
Finances were another large challenge for students during

for Les Brown's band and even played one of his arrangements.
That was something to see and hear!"
Ron Ching (EL '55), who played in the Collegians during
his freshman and sophomore years, still plays and owns a col
lection of guitars. ''I'm also working on the ukulele;' he says.
With the heaJthy postwar economy of the 1950s, graduates were
able to find good jobs. Business Week magazine even published an
article in the mid-50s titled "Why Cal Poly Men Are Wanted." The
story pointed out that industries "clamor for Poly graduates" be

the 1950s. Even with tuition and room and board totaling less
than $150 a quarter, many students struggled, including Ken

cause of their "more agreeable attitude toward work:'

Krossa (El '55). "I was earning my own way, with no financial
support;' he says. "There were a Jot of GIs, and we had to work

educational approach was a major factor in their career success.
"While we got tired of spending so many hours in labs, learning

hard to keep ahead. We took an average of 19-20 units. The
flunk-out rate was about 75 percent:'

to work with others to resolve problems and achieve our goaJs was
a real asset;' says Robinson, now a 25-year veteran of aerospace

Robinson remembers holding down five part-time jobs to
supplement the funds he had saved and the money contrib

testing with advanced degrees in business and engineering.
He notes that his Cal Poly lab experience gave him confi
dence in his ability to deal with design problems in the work

uted by his parents.
"Most students were anxious to get their college work done
and move on to a job to support their families;' Starkey recaJis.

The 1950s graduates agree that the CaJ Poly learn-by-doing

ing world. "I knew when I left Cal Poly that not all designs
work the first - or the second or third - time."

Despite the hardships, CaJ Poly's 1,500 or so students in the

While reflecting on their own college years and careers from

mid-50s still managed to enjoy their college years, retaining

the perspective of a half century, the alumni offered advice to

fond memories of building homecoming floats, competing in
Ugly Man contests, and dancing at Poly Royal.

today's students. "Make sure you take some time to smell the

Not only did everyone's favorite band, Les Brown and his
Band of Renown, play frequently on campus, but a local group

roses and enjoy your familY;' says Krossa.
"Participate in activities outside your major;' says Robinson.
Ching advises: "Pursue a career that you enjoy:'

was possibly even more popular.
The CoJlegians, directed by legendary Music Department

Starkey agrees. "Study hard in a field you enjoy, and your
future is secure:'

Head Harold P. Davidson (now deceased), were regarded by

"Always remain teachable;' is Bradley's recommendation. "No

many as the best college orchestra on the Pacific Coast, ac

matter what you have learned in college, there's always more to
learn, not only in your chosen career field, but in life itself:'

cording to Starkey.
Bradley agrees. "Les Brown was the prominent band at the
time and played at our Poly Royal dances. My favorite band,

Editor's Note: For more information on the history of Cal Poly,

though, was our own Cal Poly Collegians, who were every bit
as good as the well-known bands. They filled in during a break

read Cal Poly: The First Hundred Years, available from El Corral
Bookstore at www.elcorralbookstore.com.•
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